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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR EMAIL NOTIFICATION 



BACKGROUND 
Field of Invention 

The present invention relates generally to the field of telecommunications. 
More specifically, the present invention relates to email notification systems. 
Background of the Invention 

Today, people communicate with one another in numerous ways. 
Telephones, I-pagers, cell phones and email are just a few examples of these 
communication technologies. Often however, the person to whom a communication 
is attempted is not available to answer a call, page or email immediately. 
Consequently, those initiating the communication desire to leave a message. For 
whatever reason, most people tend to check their voicemail more often than other 
message technologies, for example, email. Although conventional voicemail systems 
can be tied into pagers to alert subscribers that they have a pending voicemail, this 
is not the case for email users. Email users are not notified of the incoming email if 
they are not sitting at their computer. Indeed, people leaving an email will often 
call the email recipient to notify them that an email has been sent and to look for it. 
This is undesirable considering the large number of emails being sent today. 

Some conventional email systems allow the email messages to be 
automatically forwarded to a pager. However, not all email systems offer this 
capability, and not all pagers are able to take advantage of it. Consequently, not all 
pager users can have their email messages sent to their pagers. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is an automatic subscription service that uses a cHent 
to poll a subscriber's email account. VSTien the subscriber receives a new email, the 
present invention obtains the email from the subscribers email account, extracts 
the headers from the email messages and convert the header from text to speech 
using any of a variety of well-known text to voice conversions. The converted 
headers are stored in a voicemail account corresponding to the person's email 
account. The person's voicemail account can be set up to notify the person of the 
new voicemail corresponding to the new email. In this manner, the person is 
^0 notified of the delivery of an email without having to be at a computer and without 
pi significant changes to the existing notification infrastructure. Moreover, this 
removes the requirement of following an email with a call notifying the intended 
!: recipient of the email. 

^ In alternative embodiments of the present invention, the person is notified by 

15 a page of new voicemail messages. If the pager has a text capability, the text of the 

email header is presented to the subscriber. 

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the notifications can be 

from more than one email account. Thus, the subscriber may have, for example, an 

office email account and a home email account. The notification system of the 
20 present invention can poll each account for the presence of new email, and notify 

the subscriber accordingly. In the preferred embodiment, a code or other indicator 

is used to differentiate the source of the email or its priority. 
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Preferably, no changes are made to existing email servers. The system of the 
present invention preferably accesses the email information for each of its 
subscribers in a conventional fashion to determine if there are any new email 
messages for a particular subscriber. 

Thus, one object of the present invention is to provide notification of the 
receipt of an email message to the email message's recipient or recipients. 

Another object of the present invention is to provide notification of the receipt 
of an email message without requiring the recipient to be at a computer. 

Yet another object of the present invention is to provide notification of an 
email message without significantly modifying existing notification structures. 

Yet another object of the present invention is to provide notification of email 
messages using pagers. 

Yet another object of the present invention is to provide notification of receipt 
of email messages though voicemail. 

Yet another object of the present invention is to provide notification of the 
receipt of an email message from any number of email accounts a subscriber may 
desire. 

Yet another object of the present invention is to provide notification of the 
receipt of an email message without significant change to conventional email 
notification systems. 



t 



These and other objects of the present invention are described in greater 
detail in the detailed description of the invention, the appended drawings and the 
attached claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

5 Figure 1 is a schematic illustration of a system for providing notification of 

email messages according to a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 2 illustrates a preferred structure for an account record of required 
subscriber contact information according to a preferred embodiment of the present 

^ invention. 

m 

yo Figure 3A is a flow chart for a process for email notification according to a 
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first preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 3B is a flow chart for a process for email notification according to a 
second preferred embodiment of the present invention. 



''H Figure 3C is a flow chart for a process for email notification according to a 

T.5 third preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

A preferred embodiment of a system 100 for notifying a subscriber of the 
receipt of an email message is illustrated schematically in Figure 1. An email voice 
notification system (EMVN) 102 obtains the data required for the email notification 
20 according to the preferred embodiment of the present invention. In a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention, EMVN 102 also carries out the email 
notification. For each subscriber, EMVN 102 logs into an email server 104 that 
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holds the subscriber's email account. An exemplary email server 104 is an SMTP 
email server. SMTP email servers are well known to those skilled in the art. 
Preferablj^ EM\^ 102 interacts with an email server in a conventional manner. 
For example, where email server 104 is an SMTP server, EMVN 102 preferably 
communicates with email server 102 as a conventional SMTP client, for example, 
OUTLOOK or any other standard SMTP client. EMVN 102 would then obtain any 
new email messages. EMVN 102 executes a text-to-voice converter to convert the 
header information in the email to voice. If desired, only a portion of the header 
information need be converted to speech. Such text-to-voice converters are well 
known, for example, Lucent TTS, available from Lucent Technologies in Murray 
Hill, New Jersey. 

After converting the email header information from text to voice, EMVN 102 
preferably calls up voice mail system 106 to access the voice mailbox of the 
subscriber. Preferably, EMVN 102 has access to a database 107 containing an 
account record (described below) for the subscriber, including for example, 
subscriber voice mail information. Accessing the subscriber's voicemail can require 
authorization such as providing a PIN code. In the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, the PIN code is obtained by accessing the subscriber information 
in the subscriber s account record stored in database 107. 

When EMVN 102 successfully accesses the subscriber's voicemail system 106, 
it leaves a voice mail message containing the email header information that was 
converted from text to speech. In a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 



the information left in the voice mail notification message extracted from the 
header information includes: the time the message was sent, the identity of the 
sender and the subject of the message if there is one. In addition, the priority of the 
message can be given, for example high, normal or low. In addition, the subscriber 
can be notified if there are any attachments to the email. 

Preferably voicemail system 106 is configured to send a message to the 
subscriber's pager, digital phone, or some other device for notifying the subscriber. 
Preferably, the voicemail notification is independent of the EMVN 102. That is, 
EMVN 102 generates a new voicemail message containing information regarding 
any new email. The subscriber's existing voicemail notification system notifies the 
subscriber of the voicemail message in a conventional fashion. For example, if 
voicemail system 106 is connected to a pager, it sends a page to the subscriber to 
notify the subscriber of the new message. In an alternative preferred embodiment 
of the present invention, voicemail system 106 is integrated with EMVN 102. 

In an alternative embodiment of the present invention, EMVN 102 performs 
the notification to the subscriber itself. In the alternative preferred embodiment, 
EMVN 102 sends a message to a pager identified in the subscriber's account record 
(described below), for example, I-pager 108 or pager 110. In either case, if the pager 
is text capable, the email header information, or a portion thereof, is displayed as 
text on the pager display. In this case, the email header does not have to be first 
converted to speech. If the pager is not text capable, a code, for example, the 
number 777, can be displayed on the pager to indicate that new email has been 
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received. The information to contact pager 108 or page 110 is stored in an account 
record (described below) for the subscriber. 

EIV1\^ 102 can be set up to poll email server 102 according to any desired 
criteria. For example, polling can be periodic, for example once per hour. 
Alternatively, polling can be random, for example 6 times a day, but not at set 
times. It would be apparent to those skilled in the art that other polling paradigms 
can be used that fall within the scope and spirit of the present invention. In 
addition, the same polling can be applied for each subscriber, or different polling 
can be performed for different subscribers. For example, higher paying subscribers 
might be assigned a higher polling frequency. In the latter instance, polling 
frequency is a field stored in the subscriber's account record stored in database 107. 
In a preferred embodiment, the notification is sent to more than one notification 
device at the same time. For example, EMVN 102 can post a voicemail message 
containing the header information, and at the same time send a notification 
message to a pager associated with the subscriber. 
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An exemplaiy subscriber account record stored in database 107 is illustrated 
in Table L Preferably, the account record contains the following fields: 



FIELD 


DESCRIPTION 


SUSCRIBER NAME 


Name of the subscriber. 


POT T. TIME 


Ei'pniipnrv with which the mib^criber's email account is 
polled. 


LAST POLLED 


Time the subscriber's email account was last polled. This 
value can be used in conjunction with the POLL TIME field 
and thp purrpnt time to determine if the subscriber's email 
account should be polled again. 


EMAIL SRV 


Address of the subscribers email account. 


EMAIL ACCT 


Subscriber's email account name. 


EMAIL PW 


Subscribers email authorization information, for example 
password or PIN. 


EMAIL TYPE 


Type of email account, for example, SMTP or X.400. EMVN 
102 consults the EMAIL TYPE field to determine the 
appropriate protocol to use when communicating with email 
server 104. 


VOICEMAIL SRV 


address of the subscriber's voicemail server. If the 
subscriber uses just an answering machine, this field 
contains the telephone number of the answering machine. 


VOICEMAIL ACCT 


Account number of the subscriber's voicemail account, for 
example extension number. 


VOICEMAIL PW 


Any required password information that is required to leave 
a message on the subscriber's voicemail. 


PAGER SRV 


Address of the server that sends a message to the 
subscriber's pager, or the telephone number of the 
subscribers pager. Alternatively, the PAGER SRV field 
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contains the phone number of the subscriber's pager. 


PAGER ACCT 


Account number or identification code of the pager, if 
required, to send a message to the subscriber's pager. 


PAGE PW 


Any password required to send a message to the subscriber s 
pager. 



Table I: Fields in subscriber account record 
If the subscriber desires that multiple email accounts be monitored, then the 
POLL TIME, LAST POLLED, EMAIL SRV, EMAIL ACCT, EMAL PW and EMAIL 
TYPE fields are all repeated as necessary to represent each of the subscriber's email 
accounts to be polled. The POLL TIME and LAST POLLED fields can be different 
for each of the subscriber's email accounts. Thus, subscribers can choose to have 
their different email accounts polled according to different criteria. For example, 
subscribers might want to poll their office email accounts more often than their 
personal email accounts. 

EMVN 102 is preferably a UNIX system, though any system capable of 
performing the email server client and notification functions described herein can 
be used. The present invention is protocol-independent. That is, the email server 
104 can be any email server. EMVN 102 would have to be programmed to perform 
the functions described herein for the kind of email server being used, as defined in 
the EMAIL TYPE field. Programming EMVN 102 to communicate with an email 
server to provide the functions described herein would be apparent to those skilled 
in this art. 
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In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, EIVT^^ 102 is offered as 
a subscription service. That is, subscribers pay an additional fee periodically 
(preferably a month) for the email notification service. 

Figures 3A - 3C are flow charts of exemplary processes 300, 330 and 350 
respectively according to alternative preferred embodiments of the present 
invention. Processes 300, 330 and 350 preferably execute on EVMN 102. Referring 
to Figure 3A a process 300 according to a first preferred embodiment of the present 
invention is described. Process 300 preferably executes on EMVN 102. In step 301, 
process 300 determines whether a predetermined time has elapsed for polling email 
server 104 for new emails. If the predetermined time has not elapsed, then process 
300 stays in step 301. If the predetermined time has elapsed, then process 300 gets 
the next subscriber record to be polled in step 302. If this is the first iteration, then 
process 300 gets the first subscriber record to be polled in step 302. In step 306, 
process 300 determines whether a second predetermined time has elapsed for the 
current subscriber record to be polled. This second predetermined time is used for 
subscribers that may have multiple email accounts to be polled (for example, work 
and personal email accounts). As described above, the subscriber may have 
different email accounts with different poUing requirements for each account. If the 
second predetermined time has elapsed in step 306, process 300 continues in step 
308 where process 300 determines if there is any new email in the subscriber's 
email account. If there is new email, process 300 retrieves all new email in step 
310. Process 300 extracts header information from each of the new email messages 
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in step 312. Process 300 converts the text header information to speech in step 314. 
Process 300 sends the speech information to a voice mailbox associated with the 
subscriber in step 316. The subscriber is notified of the new voicemail, for example, 
in one of the ways described above. 
5 If in step 308 there is no more email, process 300 continues in step 318. 

Process 300 continues in step 318 if the second predetermined time has not elapsed 
as determined in step 306. In step 318, process 300 determines if the subscriber 
has more email accounts. If the subscriber has more email accounts, then process 
300 obtains the next email account in step 320 and continues processing in step 306 
0 as described above. If the subscriber has no more email accounts, process 300 
continues in step 322 where it determines if there are more subscribers for whom 
email account polling is required. If there are more subscribers, process 300 gets 



the next subscriber record in step 302 and processing continues as described above 
^ for the new subscriber record. If there are no more subscribers, process 300 

! — • 
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^5 continues in step 301 where it waits for the first predetei^mined time to elapse 
before repeating the entire process. If should be noted that the first predetermined 
time can be arbitrary. In an alternative preferred embodiment, process 300 is 
started by an operator initiating the process by, for example, clicking on a START 
button on a computer display. 
20 Referring to Figure 3B, a process 330 according to a second preferred 

embodiment of the present invention is described. Process 330 preferably executes 
on EMVN 102. In step 332, process 330 determines whether a predetermined time 



-11- 



has elapsed for polling email server 104 for new emails. If the predetermined time 
has not elapsed, then process 330 stays in step 331. If the predetermined time has 
elapsed, then process 330 gets the next subscriber record to be polled in step 334. If 
this is the first iteration, then process 330 gets the first subscriber record to be 
polled in step 334. 

Process 330 gets the next (or first) email account in step 336 in the subscriber 
record. As described above, subscribers can have multiple accounts. In step 338, 
process 330 determines if there is any new email in the subscriber's email account. 
If there is new email, process 330 retrieves all new email in step 340. Process 330 
extracts header information from each of the new email messages in step 342. 
Process 330 converts the text header information to speech in step 344. Process 330 
sends the speech information to a voice mailbox associated with the subscriber in 
step 346. The subscriber is notified of the new voicemail, for example, in one of the 
ways described above. 

If in step 338 there is no more email, process 330 continues in step 348. In 
step 348, process 330 determines if the subscriber has more email accounts. If the 
subscriber has more email accounts, then process 330 obtains the next email 
account in step 336 and continues processing in step 338 as described above. If the 
subscriber has no more email accounts, process 330 continues in step 349 where it 
determines if there are more subscribers for whom email account polling is 
required. If there are more subscribers, process 330 gets the next subscriber record 
in step 334 and processing continues as described above for the new subscriber 
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record. If there are no more subscribers, process 330 continues in step 332 where it 
wait for the first predetermined time to elapse before repeating the entire process. 
If should be noted that the first predetermined time can be arbitrary. In an 
alternative preferred embodiment, process 330 is started by an operator initiating 
the process by, for example, clicking on a START button on a computer display. 

Referring to Figure 3C, a process 350 according to a third preferred 
embodiment of the present invention is described. Process 350 preferably executes 
on EMVN 102. In step 366, process 350 determines whether a predetermined time 
has elapsed for polling email server 104 for new emails. If the predetermined time 
has not elapsed, then process 350 stays in step 366. If the predetermined time has 
elapsed, then process 350 gets the next subscriber record to be polled in step 351. If 
this is the first iteration, then process 350 gets the next (or first) subscriber record 
to be polled in step 351. 

Process 350 determines whether the time has elapsed for this subscriber's 
account to be polled in step 352. If that time has elapsed, process 350 determines if 
there is any new email in the subscriber s email account in step 354. If there is new 
email, process 350 retrieves all new email in step 356. Process 350 extracts header 
information from each of the new email messages in step 358. Process 350 converts 
the text header information to speech in step 360. Process 350 sends the speech 
information to a voice mailbox associated with the subscriber in step 362. The 
subscriber is notified of the new voicemail, for example, in one of the ways described 
above. 
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If in step 354 there is no more email, process 350 continues in step 364 where 
it determines if there are more subscribers for whom email account polling is 
required. If there are more subscribers, process 350 gets the next subscriber record 
in step 351 and processing continues as described above for the new subscriber 
5 i-ecord. If there are no more subscribers, process 350 continues in step 366 where it 
wait for the first predetermined time to elapse before repeating the entire process. 
If should be noted that the first predetermined time can be arbitrary. In an 
alternative preferred embodiment, process 350 is started by an operator initiating 

Q 

m the process by, for example, clicking on a START button on a computer display. 
5o The foregoing disclosure of embodiments of the present invention has been 

presented for purposes of illustration and description. It is not intended to be 
exhaustive or to hmit the invention to the precise forms disclosed. Many variations 



yl and modifications of the embodiments described herein will be obvious to one of 



5 ordinary skill in the art in light of the above disclosure. The scope of the invention 
^5 is to be defined only by the claims appended hereto, and by their equivalents. 
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